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Summary
Chi ldren who exper ience severe and pervasive socia l  and communicat ive
problems can be classified as having a Pervasive Developmental Disorder
(PDD, DSM-I l l -R,  1987).  In  i t 's  most  ser ious form, these problems f i t  the
diagnost ic  category Aut is t ic  Disorder  (DSM-I l l -R,  1987).  However,  a group oÍ
children does not meet the criteria for Autistic Disorder, but experiences a
common and core problem, namely the inabi l i ty  to  in teract  wi th people in  a
rec iprocalway.  These problems may be c lass i f ied as 'Pervasive Developmental
Disorders Not  Otherwise Speci f ied '  (PDDNOS. DSM-l l l -R) .  However.  for  th is
remainder category, no explicit and positively formulated diagnostic criteria are
avai lable.
The socia land communicat ive problems of  ch i ldren wi th Aut is t ic  Disorder
have been expla ined in terms of  under ly ing socia l -cogni t ive problems,  namely
an inabi l i ty  to  at t r ibute and understand mental  s tates (e.9.  bel ie Ís  or
in tent ions)  of  other  people.  Several  authors have extended th is  hypothesis  to
chi ldren wi th non-aut is t ic  PDD's (Minderaa,  1990;  Gi l lberg,  1991).  The a im
oÍ  the research pro ject  descr ibed in th is  thesis  is  to  explore i f  ch i ldren
diagnosed as having a PDDNOS have less opt imal  socia l -cogni t ive abi l i t ies .
Such studies may contribute to the formulation of more explicit criteria Íor
adequately diagnosing these children (Chapter I l,
Chapter 2 describes developments in the classification of Pervasive
Developmental  Disorders and d iscusses several  d isadvantages of  the
'categor ica l '  approach to d iagnosing PDD. l t  is  suggested that  research data
concerning non-aut is t ic  PDD groups could be in tegrated us ing an approach
which is  'd imensional '  ra ther  than 'categor ica l ' .  Several  developmental
domains were descr ibed in which chi ldren wi th PDD general ly  exper ience
problems.  The d i f ferent  c l in ica l  groups which may meet  the very g lobal  DSM-
l l l -R cr i ter ia  for  PDDNOS were character ized in  terms of  problems on these
di f ferent  domains.
Chaptet  3 d iscusses theor ies on chi ldren 's  socia l  and socia l -cogni t ive
development .  Two broad theoret ica l  approaches to cogni t ive development  in
generalcan be d is t inguished.  The representat ionalapproach expla ins chi ldren 's
cogni t ive development  in  terms of  the development  of  menta l  representat ions.
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The interact ional / t ransact ional  pproach st resses the importance of  socia l
in teract ion for  the development  of  cogni t ion.  A number of  more speci Í ic ,
social or social-cognitive theories or models are discussed which are
character is t ic  oÍ  each approach.  These theor ies or  models are evaluated in
terms oÍ  thei r  abi l i ty  to  descr ibe and expla in the socia l  and socia l -cogni t ive
problems of  ch i ldren wi th PDD. The Theory-of-Mind theory ( i .e .
representat ional  approach) character izes the socia l  and communicat ive
problems of  PDD chi ldren in  terms of  under ly ing problems in menta l
representat ions of  the mind.  Hobson's 'a f fect ive '  theory prov ides a
complementary v iew because he descr ibes the in teract ional  processes which
are thought to be essential Íor the development oÍ adequate knowledge of the
mind ( i .e .  in teract ional  approach).  These theor ies predict  that  ch i ldren wi th
PDD have problems in the percept ion of  the emot ional  s tates oÍ  others
(af fect ive theory)  and lack adequate Theory-of-Mind sk i l ls  {Theory-of-Mind
theory) .
These global hypotheses are further specífied ín chapter 4 on the basis
of  a rev iew of  s tudies on emot ion percept ion abi l i t ies and Theory-of-Mind sk i l ls
of  ch i ldren wi th PDD. Expectat ions are formulated wi th respect  to  the above
abi l i t ies of  normal ly  in te l l igent  ch i ldren wi th PDDNOS.
Two studies,  each consist ing of  d i f ferent  exper iments,  are descr ibed in
th is  thesis .  The f i rs t  s tudy used two d i f Íerent  tasks to invest igate Theory-of-
Mind abi l i t ies in  a group of  normal ly  in te l l igent ,  7  ïo 12 year-o ld chi ldren wi th
PDDNOS. For  compar ison purposes,  a group of  normal ,  heal thy chi ldren of  the
same age and sex was inc luded.  Chapter  5 descr ibes an exper iment  in  which
the PDDNOS chi ldren were compared wi th the contro l  ch i ldren on three
di f ferent  emot ional  ro le- tak ing tasks.  ln  these tasks,  ch i ldren had to use
person-speci f ic  in format ion to make an inference about  another  chi ld 's
emot ional  react ion and behaviour .  Signi f icant  d i f ferences were found between
the PDDNOS group and the contro l  group:  the PDDNOS chi ldren per formed
worse on a l l  three ro le- tak ing task.  However,  the d i f ferences on one of  these
tasks could be complete ly  expla ined by in te l l igence d i f Íerences between the
two groups.  On the other  tasks,  d i f Íerences could not  or  could only  par t ia l ly
be expla ined by in te l l igence d i f ferences.
The exper iment  descr ibe d in chapter  6 invest igates d i f ferences in  person-
percept ion abi l i t ies in  the above groups.  Person-percept ion,  a socia l -cogni t ive
ski l l ,  concerns the way in which chi ldren conceptual ize other  people,  thei r
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intentions, attitudes, traits and emotions (central), as well as their overt
behaviour  and thei r  physical  character is t ics (per ipheral ) .  In  th is  s tudy,  person-
percept ion was invest igated by means of  a f ree-person descr ipt ion,  in  which
the chi ld  was asked to descr ibe another  person.  The chi ldren wi th PDDNOS
used more per ipheral  and less centra l  s tatements than the contro l  group to
describe another person. However, these differences seemed to reflect
differences in intell igence between the two groups, rather than differences in
a speci Í ic  socia l -cogni t ive sk i l l .
A second study investigates both Theory of Mind (chapters 7 and 8) and
emot ion percept ion abi l i t ies (chapter  9)  in  a group of  6 to 12 year-o ld,
normal ly  in te l l igent  ch i ldren wi th PDDNOS. Al though roughly the same tasks
were used as in the first study, improvements were made with respect to
standardization of the materials and the procedure. New subject samples were
selected,  and the c l in ica l  and the contro l  groups were carefu l ly  matched for
intefl igence. The experiment presentedin chapter 7 re-examines the abilíty of
chi ldren wi th PDDNOS to in fer  emot ions of  other  people on the basis  of
peÍson-specific information. in comparison with the abil ity of normal children
to carry out these social-cognitive inferences. No significant differences
emerged.  However.  when only those PDDNOS chi ldren wi th the most  severe
socia l  and communicat ive problems were selected and compared wi th a
matched sub-sample of  the contro l  group,  some di f ferences in  the abi l i ty  to
expla in emot ions were found.
Chapter I describes a further study oÍ the person perception abil it ies of
the above groups of  ch i ldren.  l t  a imed to invest igate whether  normal ly
inte l l igent  ch i ldren wi th PDDNOS lack the sk i l ls  to  in fer  ' inner ,  psychological '
character is t ics (e,9.  menta l  s tates)  oÍ  other  people,  or  whether  they Ía i l  to  use
th is  sk i l l  spontaneously.  The chi ldren wi th PDDNOS were compared wi th the
control children with respect to their performance on the 'free person
descr ipt ion ' .  The subjects were asked spontaneously to descr ibe two other
chi ldren.  In terv iew quest ions were added to test  whether  chi ldren were able
to prov ide in format ion about  psychological  character is t ics even though they
had not  prov ided i t  spontaneously.  The chi ldren wi th PDDNOS used fewer
psychological  character is t ics than the contro l  ch i ldren to descr ibe others,  but
they seemed to be as able as the contro l  ch i ldren to prov ide in Íormat ion about
these features when they were explicit ly prompted. This study supports the
hypothesis  that  normal ly  in te l l igent  ch i ldren wi th PDDNOS might  have
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adequate Theory-of-Mind skil ls, but fail to use these skil ls spontaneously.
These resul ts  are in  l ine wi th other  s tudies on Theory-of-Mind abi l i t ies oÍ
h igher  Íunct ioning chi ldren wi th aut ism or  aut is t ic- l ike problems.
f n the study presented in chapter 9, the children with PDDNOS were
compared with the control children with respect to their performance on three
sub-tests of a standardized test for non-verbal communication. These sub-
tests measured chi ldren 's  abi l i ty  to  recognize four  basic  emot ions in  d i f ferent
expressive modal i t ies ( i .e .  fac ia l  expressions,  bodi ly  postures and gestures) ,
No s igni f icant  d i f ferences were Íound between the PDDNOS group and contro l
group on e i ther  oÍ  the sub- tests.  l t  was suggested that  ch i ldren wi th PDDNOS
might  have problems in recogniz ing more 'complex '  emot ions or  that  ch i ldren
with PDDNOS might use different, more cognitively based strategies in
processing emot ional  s t imul i .
Chapter 1O summarizes the findings of the studies on emotion perception
and Theory-of-Mind sk i l ls  of  ch i ldren wi th PDDNOS. In addi t ion,  the chapter
d iscusses whether  these f ind ings are in  l ine wi th the hypotheses formulated
in chapters 3 (g lobal )  and 4 ( fur ther  speci f ied on the basis  of  a rev iew of
l i terature) .  No evidence was found for  emot ion percept ion problems in chi ldren
wi th PDDNOS. These chi ldren 's  problems wi th regard to a Theory of  Mind
seem to concern problems in the appl icat ion of  sk i l ls ,  rather  than sk i l l  def ic i ts .
Several  important  problems concerning the c l in ica l  d iagnosis of  PDDNOS are
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